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Revolutions and Rebellions
From the 1980s to the present, significant social and polit-
ical changes have taken place throughout the world. The 
Berlin Wall was dismantled, leading to the reunification of 
East and West Germany. The government of South Africa 
that supported apartheid fell. The Baltic states of Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania became independent. In Eastern 
Europe, political and social orders established since World 
War II underwent radical change. When the Soviet Union 
and Yugoslavia broke apart, national boundaries were 
redrawn. Internal strife resulted from ethnic divisions for-
merly kept under check by the strong centralized govern-
ments in these areas. In addition, the Arab Spring of 
2011–2012 led a number of dictators in the Middle East to 
fall from power.

Were these changes around the world revolutions? 
Revolution refers to social and political transformations 
of a nation that result when states fail to fulfill their 
expected responsibilities (Skocpol 1979). Revolutions can 
be violent and generally result in altered distributions of 
power. Revolutions typically occur when the government 
does not respond to citizens’ needs and when leadership 
emerges to challenge the existing regime. News reports 
from around the world frequently announce that nation-
states have been challenged by opposition groups attempt-
ing to overthrow the regimes. This is the case in Syria and 
some other Middle Eastern nations today.

The Meso-to-Macro  
Political Connection
State or provincial governments and national political par-
ties are both meso-level organizations that operate beyond 
the local community but with less widespread influence 
than national or federal governments or global systems. 
Still, decisions at the state or provincial government level 
can have a major impact on political processes at the 
national level. Here, we look at recent controversies about 
how to nominate and elect a president within the United 
States. Although the focus is on the U.S. political system, 
this discussion should be seen as illustrative of the ten-
sions and peculiarities of the meso–macro link in any 
complex political system.

In some U.S. states, only members of the respective 
political parties (e.g., Democrat and Republican) can vote 
in their election of candidates for office. In other states, 
registered independents can vote in either primary elec-
tion and help select either party’s candidate in a primary 
election; these are called semiclosed primaries. In other 

states, Democrats and Republicans can cross over and vote 
in the primary for the other party, called open primaries 
(Kamarck 2016; Real Clear Politics 2016).

In some U.S. states, each political party runs its own 
caucuses (face-to-face meetings of voters in homes, 
schools, and other buildings) to discuss policy and to carry 
out public votes. Each political party funds the process and 
sets the rules. In contrast, other states have primary elec-
tions, usually run by the state government. (See Table 12.2 
for caucus and primary states.) However, even states that 
use a primary are not all the same. In most states, dele-
gates to the convention are selected based on the propor-
tion of the vote won by a candidate in that state. If a 
candidate wins 42% of the vote, she or he wins approxi-
mately 40% of the delegates. However, in 16 states on the 
Republican side, the delegate selection process is a winner-
takes-all system. In such elections, if one candidate wins 
by a mere hundred votes, she or he wins all of the delegates 

Revolutions can involve a violent attack on governments or nonviolent 
events such as this protest march by Burmese monks whom the 
government in Myanmar (Burma) brutally suppressed.
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